(19) 



Europaisches Patentamt 
European Patent Office 
Office europeen des brevets 



(12) 



(ID EP 1 287 751 A2 

EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION 



\U) 


uaie ot puDiicaxion. 


(51) IntCI/: A^oL o/lU 




05.03.2003 Bulletin 2003/10 




(21) 


Application numoer. uzu lo^iy.^ 






Hoto rtf ftlir»rt- Of\ ftR OHOO 




(84) 


Designated Contracting States: 


• Altech Co. Ltd 




AT BE BG CH CY CZ DE DK EE ES Fl FR GB GR 


Tokyo (JP) 




IE IT LI LU MC NL PT SE SK TR 






Designated Extension States: 


(72) Inventor: Takano, Motoharu 




AL LT LV MK RO SI 


Tokyo (JP) 


(30) 


Priority: 31.08.2001 JP 2001262733 


(74) Representative: Griinecker, Klnkeldey, 






Stockmair & Schwanhausser Anwaltssozietat 


(71) 


Applicants: 


Maximilianstrasse 58 


• 


Takano, Motoharu 


80538 Munchen (DE) 




Tokyo (JP) 





(54) Pressure heating method and pressure heating apparatus 



(57) Disclosed are a pressure heating method and 
a pressure heating apparatus which can prevent defor- 
mation of articles or deterioration of the quality of the 
articles due to supply of excessive pressure and heat. 
After performing pressurizing and heating processing of 
articles by supplying steam to a pressure vessel, the 
supply of steam is stopped and air is supplied to the 
pressure vessel to keep the internal pressure of the 
pressure vessel within the range not exceeding the max- 
imum value of the internal pressure at the time of pres- 
surizing and heating. A cooling water spray device on a 



circulation pipe is operated along with a turbo blower so 
as to condense it for gradual removal. After completing 
the removal of the steam, the articles are cooled by the 
operation of the cooling water jet unit. By avoiding an 
abrupt decrease in the pressure inside the pressure ves- 
sel through preventing an instant condensation of the 
whole steam, an excessive pre-load becomes unneces- 
sary at the final stage of sterilization. Therefore, defor- 
mation of the articles such as canned foods and deteri- 
oration of the quality of the articles due to the tempera- 
ture increase caused by the preload can be avoided. 



FJG.i 



Open/close valve 
20 



Pressurized Air 
Open /close valve Supply Pipe Stearn Supply Pipe 
15 is ^12 

19 I* I — 



Shared - use portion 
12a 



Pressure Vessel 

2 28 



(Steam Generator) 
Steam 



- Air 



Cooling Unit 
10 Circulation Pipe 




(Compressor) 



Pressure heating apparatus 
^1 



23 

Cooling Water 
Jet Unit 



21 

Partition Panel 



Drainage Groove 

Cooling Water 
Tank 



Printed by Jouve, 75001 PARIS (FR) 



1 



EP 1 287 751 A2 



2 



Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1 . Field of the Invention 

[0001] Present invention relates to improvements in 
pressure heating methods and pressure heating appa- 
ratuses which are preferably used for sterilization of 
foods or medical supplies within a retort pouch or after 
autoclave, or articles such as foods and medical sup- 
plies which are canned or enclosed in plastic containers 
(simply referred to as articles hereinafter). 

2. Description of the Related Art 

[0002] As heating apparatuses used for sterilization 
and the like, boiling water circulation type sterilization 
apparatuses and hot water shower type sterilization ap- 
paratuses are already well known to those skilled in the 
art. However, both types require a large quantity of heat 
in order to obtain boiling water or hot water necessary 
for sterilization, which causes problems in respect to en- 
ergy efficiency. 

[0003] As apparatuses with no such problems, sever- 
al steam type pressure heating apparatuses have been 
already proposed in which heat sterilization is per- 
formed using steam under the pressurized condition. 
However, all the cases have such shortcomings that dis- 
tributions of steam inside the pressure vessel is unsta- 
ble, thereby generating cold spots. Therefore, articles 
to be sterilized are not uniformly heated. 
[0004] Also, steam inside the pressure vessel is 
abruptly cooled and condensed when the article inside 
the pressure vessel is returned to a normal temperature 
by jetting cooling water after completing the sterilization 
by pressurizing and heating. As a result, there causes 
such a problem that damages like ruptures are gener- 
ated on the outer films of retort pouches or outer films 
for autoclave due to the drastic decrease in the atmos- 
pheric pressure inside the pressure vessel. 
[0005] Furthermore, in order to uniform the steam dis- 
tributions inside the pressure vessel, it is necessary for 
this kind of pressure heating apparatuses to have an air- 
blow step, that is : an operation for jetting the steam by 
letting out air from the pressure vessel in the time of 
starting a sterilization processing. However, it is neces- 
sary to supply a large amount of steam inside the pres- 
sure vessel in the air - blow step and, since the steam 
is not sufficiently utilized for heating the article, thermal 
energy is wasted and the total time required for pressu- 
rizing and heating is to be increased. In general, the time 
required for performing air - blow is about 1 0 minutes to 
20 minutes. The capacity of steam necessary in the step 
is approximately 50 % of the capacity of the steam used 
in the whole step including the pressure-heat steriliza- 
tion. 

[0006] As techniques for uniforming the steam distri- 



butions inside a pressure vessel in a steam type pres- 
sure heating apparatus, for example, a apparatus in 
which a number of fans are provided horizontally in a 
zigzag arrangement on the inner side of the opposing 

5 side walls inside the pressure vessel is disclosed in Jap- 
anese Patent Application laid-open Hei 2 - 1 071 73, and 
Japanese Utility Model Application laid-open Sho 
57-37807 discloses a apparatus in which a duct type 
forced blasting path is formed inside the pressure vessel 

10 along the longitudinal direction of the pressure vessel 
and by driving a fan provided on one end of the forced 
blasting path, steam and air inside the pressure vessel 
is to be forcedly agitated. However, in either case, the 
agitation ability of the fans is not necessarily sufficient 

15 and in order to prevent generation of cold spots, it is 
necessary provide a space in between to place articles 
to be sterilized. As a result, the storing efficiency is de- 
teriorated. 

[0007] As a method for preventing damages on the 

20 outerfilms of retort pouches and packages for autoclave 
due to a drastic decrease in internal pressure inside a 
pressure vessel by cooling, Japanese Patent Applica- 
tion laid-open Hei 5-161485 discloses a retort steriliza- 
tion method for preventing damages on the outer films 

25 of retort pouches and packages for autoclave by avoid- 
ing a decrease in internal pressure through resetting the 
pressure inside the pressure vessel higher than that of 
a sterilization processing between the time from the 
completion of a sterilization processing by applying 

30 pressure and heat to the start of cooling. 

[0008] By applying a pressurizing step as disclosed 
in Japanese Patent Application laid - open Hei 5 - 
161485 to steam type pressure heating apparatuses, a 
decrease in internal pressure due to an abrupt conden- 

35 sation of steam can be restricted to be within a allowable 
range through setting the pre-load pressure before the 
start of cooling considerably high. 
[0009] However, when this method is applied, the 
pressure inside the pressure vessel becomes extremely 

40 high at the final stage of the sterilization processing. 
Thus, if it is used for articles such as canned foods to 
be sterilized, there may be cases where the cans are 
deformed by the pressure. 

[0010] Also, due to an abrupt increase in the pressure 
45 jnside the pressure vessel at the final stage of the ster- 
ilization processing, the temperature inside the pressure 
vessel increases and overshoot the set value. Accord- 
ingly, there may cause such a problem that the quality 
of the articles is deteriorated. Especially, overshoot of 
50 the temperature is critical for white source and packages 
for autoclaves for medical supplies and the like, which 
are sensitive to excessive temperatures. 
[0011] One of methods for solving this kind of prob- 
lems may be to keep the set temperature in the pressu- 
55 rizing and heating step rather low considering the over- 
shoot of the temperature. However, in this case, the pro- 
ductivity is deteriorated by an increase in the pressuriz- 
ing and heating time required for the sterilization 
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processing. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[001 2] The invention has been designed to overcome 
the foregoing problems of the related art. An object of 
the invention is to surely prevent generation of cold 
spots inside a pressure vessel without using excessive 
steam and, at the same time, to provide a pressure heat- 
ing method and apparatus in which time required for 
pressurizing and heating can be shortened. Also to pro- 
vide pressure heating method and apparatus for pre- 
venting deformation or quality deterioration due to over 
pressure or over heating. 

[0013] Present invention is a pressure heating meth- 
od and apparatus for pressurizing and heating an article 
by filling a pressure vessel with steam containing a la- 
tent heat. In order to achieve the aforementioned object, 
the method specifically comprises the steps of: pressu- 
rizing and heating the article inside the pressure vessel 
by operating a turbo blower provided outside the pres- 
sure vessel on the path of a circulation pipe for connect- 
ing atop side opening of the pressure vessel and a bot- 
tom side opening of the pressure vessel while circulating 
the steam from the top side opening towards the bottom 
side opening along the path of the circulation pipe in a 
state where the internal pressure of the pressure vessel 
is increased by supplying steam to the pressure vessel; 
gradually removing the steam after stopping the supply 
of the steam and cooling and condensing it inside the 
circulation pipe through keeping the operation state of 
the turbo blower while supplying air to the inside of the 
pressure vessel with pressure within the range not ex- 
ceeding the maximum value of the internal pressure of 
the pressure vessel at the time of heating and pressu- 
rizing; and cooling the article to be a desired tempera- 
ture by jetting cooling water to the inside of the pressure 
vessel. 

[001 4] First, upon supplying the steam to inside of the 
pressure vessel and driving the turbo blower, air inside 
the pressure vessel is suctioned from the top side open- 
ing of the pressure vessel and strongly agitated with 
steam inside the circulation pipe. Hence, it is supplied 
to the inside of the pressure vessel in a state with uni- 
form temperature distributions and steam density from 
the bottom side opening of the pressure vessel. 
[0015] Especially, at the early stage of introducing 
steam, steam and air with a relatively high temperature 
stagnates in the upper portion inside the pressure ves- 
sel whereas fluid with a relatively low temperature stag- 
nates in the lower portion of the pressure vessel. How- 
ever, by a circulation mechanism comprising the circu- 
lation pipe and the turbo blower, the high - temperature 
steam in the upper portion of the pressure vessel, that 
is, fluid with a high temperature, which has not con- 
sumed the heat for a heat sterilization, is forcedly sup- 
plied to the lower portion of the pressure vessel. There- 
fore, uniformity of the temperature distributions and 



steam density can be achieved for an extremely short 
period of time. 

[0016] As described, generation of cold spots which 
are partial air faults can be prevented and the atmos- 

5 phere inside the pressure vessel can be surely uni- 
formed. Hence, it becomes practically unnecessary to 
perform an air - blow step for letting out air inside the 
pressure vessel taking a long period of time. 
[0017] Therefore, pressurizing and heating of articles 

10 can be started at the early stage of introducing steam. 
As a result, unnecessary energy consumption due to the 
introduction of excessive amount of steam can be pre- 
vented in the air - blow step and, at the same time, the 
pressurizing and heating time required for sterilization 

15 of articles can be shortened. 

[0018] Subsequently, supply of steam is stopped at 
the point where the sterilization processing by pressu- 
rizing and heating is completed and the steam is grad- 
ually removed by cooling and condensing it inside the 

20 circulation pipe through keeping the operation state of 
the turbo blower while supplying air to the inside of the 
pressure vessel with the internal pressure of the pres- 
sure vessel set within the range not exceeding the max- 
imum value of the internal pressure at the time of heating 

25 and pressurizing. 

[0019] Since the condensation of the steam by cool- 
ing proceeds gradually inside the circulation pipe, gas 
reduction due to the condensation of the steam pro- 
ceeds slowly. Thus, by simply supplying air to the inside 

30 of the pressure vessel so as to keep the same pressure 
or less than the internal pressure of the pressure vessel 
at the time of pressurizing and heating, a decrease in 
atmospheric pressure can be restricted within the allow- 
able range. Thereby, there is no need to give strong pre- 

35 load pressure at the final stage of pressurizing and heat- 
ing, thereby preventing deformation of articles such as 
canned foods by an excessive pressure increase be- 
forehand. 

[0020] Also, the overshoot of the temperature due to 

40 application of an excessive pressure is prevented there- 
by solving such a problem that the quality of articles 
such as white source and packages for autoclave for 
medical supplies are deteriorated, which are sensitive 
to an excessive temperature. 

45 [0021] Furthermore, since there is no need to consid- 
er about the overshoot of the temperature, it becomes 
unnecessary to restrict the set temperature rather low 
in the pressurizing and heating step. Thereby, it be- 
comes possible to achieve the sterilization processing 

so jn a short period of time. 

[0022] At last, articles are cooled to a desired temper- 
ature by jetting cooling water to the inside of the pres- 
sure vessel. At this point, removal of the steam is com- 
pleted and the inside of the pressure vessel is filled with 

55 air so that a decrease in internal pressure due to the 
condensation of steam is not an issue. 
[0023] Moreover, in present invention, wherein steam 
is condensed inside the circulation pipe by continuously 
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spraying a small amount of cooling water to the inside 
of the circulation pipe. 

[0024] Since steam can be removed by such a simple 
configuration that nozzles are connected to a circulation 
pipe to spray cooling water, it is advantageous in respect 5 
to reducing costs and saving spaces for installing sys- 
tems. Needless to say, it is possible to apply such a con- 
figuration that a cooling condenser is provided on the 
circulation pipe to cool and condense the steam if there 
is no concern over costs and spaces for installation. 
[0025] The pressure heating apparatus of the present 
invention is a pressure heating apparatus made best 
suitable for performing the pressure heating method de- 
scribed heretofore. The pressure heating apparatus 
comprises: a steam supply pipe with an open/close 
valve for controlling ON/OFF of steam supply to a pres- 
sure vessel; a pressurized air supply pipe with an open/ 
close valve for controlling ON/OFF of air supply; a drain 
unit provided in the bottom portion of the pressure ves- 
sel; a circulation pipe for connecting a top side opening , 
of the pressure vessel and the bottom side opening of 
the pressure vessel outside the pressure vessel; a turbo 
blower provided on the path of the circulation pipe for 
circulating fluid inside the pressure vessel from the top 
side opening towards the bottom side opening; a cooling 
unit for cooling fluid inside the circulation pipe on the 
path of the circulation pipe; and a cooling water jet unit 
for jetting cooling water to the inside of the pressure ves- 
sel. 

[0026] In the configuration described above, upon 
opening the open/close valve of the steam supply pipe, 
the steam supplied from the steam supply pipe is intro- 
duced to the inside of the pressure vessel via the open/ 
close valve. Then, upon starting the turbo blower, the 
steam inside the pressure vessel is sanctioned from the 
top side opening of the pressure vessel and strongly ag- 
itated with the steam inside the circulation pipe. It is then 
supplied to the inside of the pressure vessel from the 
bottom side opening of the pressure vessel in a state 
where the temperature distributions and the steam den- 
sity are uniformed. 

[0027] Supply of the steam is then stopped by closing 
the open/close valve of the steam supply pipe after com- 
pleting the sterilization processing by pressurizing and 
heating, and air is supplied from the pressurized air sup- 
ply pipe to the inside of the pressure vessel by opening 
the open/close valve of the pressurized air supply pipe 
under the pressure within a range not exceeding the 
maximum value of the internal pressure of the pressure 
vessel at the time of pressurizing and heating. 
[0028] By. operating the cooling unit under this condi- 
tion, the steam flowing inside the circulation pipe is 
cooled and condensed by the help of the turbo blower 
to be separated from air. The steam turned to water by 
being cooled and condensed enters once to the pres- 
sure vessel through the circulation pipe and then 
drained to the outside from the drain unit provided in the 
bottom portion of the pressure vessel. 



[0029] Finally, by starting the cooling water jet unit at 
the point where the removal of the steam is completed, 
that is, at the point where the fluid inside the pressure 
vessel is replaced with air, cooling water is jetted to the 
inside of the pressure vessel and the articles inside the 
pressure vessel are cooled. 

[0030] Here, in present invention, wherein the cooling 
unit comprises a cooling water spray device for contin- 
uously spraying a small amount of cooling water to the 
inside of the circulation pipe. 

[0031] The cooling water spray device can remove 
steam with a simple configuration in which a nozzle is 
connected to the circulation pipe for spraying cooling 
water. Thus, it is advantageous in respect to reducing 
the manufacturing costs of the apparatuses and saving 
spaces for installing the apparatus. Also, it is possible 
to provide a cooling condenser on the circulation pipe 
instead of using the cooling water spray device. 
[0032] Present invention, preferably, further compris- 
ing a sequence control system for starting the operation 
of the cooling water jet unit after supplying steam for a 
prescribed period of time by driving the turbo blower 
through opening the open/close valve of the steam sup- 
ply pipe and then operating the cooling unit for a pre- 
scribed period of time through closing the open/close 
valve of the steam supply pipe and opening the open/ 
close valve of the pressurized air supply pipe. 
[0033] By applying this configuration, the open/close 
valve of the steam supply pipe is automatically closed 
to stop the supply of steam after the completion of the 
pressurizing and heating processing and, at the same 
time, the open/close valve of the pressurized air supply 
pipe is opened to keep atmospheric pressure inside the 
pressure vessel as same as or slightly less than that in 
the pressurizing and heating step. Then, the steam in- 
side the circulation pipe is cooled and condensed by the 
operation of the cooling unit and gradually separated 
and removed from air to be drained to the outside from 
the drain unit in the bottom portion of the pressure ves- 
sel. 

[0034] After removing the steam from the pressure 
vessel by operating the cooling unit for a prescribed pe- 
riod of time, the cooling water jet unit starts automatically 
to cool the articles inside the pressure vessel. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0035] 

Fig. 1 is a side cross sectional view showing a pres- 
sure vessel and a peripheral configuration thereof 
of pressure heating apparatus according to an em- 
bodiment utilizing present invention is applied; 
Fig. 2 is a front cross sectional view of the pressure 
vessel according to the embodiment in Fig. 1 ; 
Fig. 3A is a perspective view showing an example 
of the configuration of a partition panel to which slits 
are formed; 
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Fig. 3B is a perspective view showing an example 
of the configuration of a partition panel to which 
holes are formed; 

Fig. 3C is a perspective view showing an example 
of the configuration of a cooling water jet unit; 
Fig. 4 is a functional block diagram showing the ap- 
proximate figure of a sequence control system 
forming a part of the pressure heating apparatus; 
Fig. 5 is a flowchart showing an outline of the 
processing operation of the sequence control sys- 
tem of Fig. 4; 

Fig. 6 is a continued flowchart showing the outline 
of the processing operation of the sequence control 
system of Fig. 5; and 

Fig. 7 is a timing chart showing changes in the in- 
ternal temperature and the internal pressure of the 
pressure vessel and the temperatures of the articles 
such as retort pouches, autoclaves, and canned 
foods. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0036] An embodiment of the present invention will be 
described in detail by referring to accompanying draw- 
ings hereinafter. FIG. 1 is a cross sectional view showing 
a side view of an approximate figure of a pressure vessel 
2 and the peripheral configuration thereof in a pressure 
heating apparatus 1 utilizing pressure heating method 
according to an embodiment of the present invention 
and Fig. 2 is a cross sectional view showing a front view 
of the peripheral configuration of a pressure vessel 2 in 
the same embodiment. Also, the approximate figure of 
a sequence control system (sequencer) 3 for controlling 
each part of the pressure heating apparatus 1 is shown 
by a functional block diagram in FIG. 4. 
[0037] The pressure vessel 2 is formed of a substan- 
tially cylindrical hollow body as shown in Fig. 1 and Fig. 
2, and a pressure - resistant hatch 4 for taking in and 
out the articles to be sterilized such as retort pouches, 
package for autoclave, and canned foods or enclosed 
in plastic containers (simply referred to as articles here- 
inafter) is provided movable (open and close) on one 
end. There may be cases where the pressure - resistant 
hatch 4 is provided on both ends of the pressure vessel 
2 depending on the form of production lines. 
[0038] The pressure vessel 2 is equipped with a ma- 
nometers and a thermometer 6 for monitoring the inter- 
nal pressure and temperatures. Also comprised is a 
safety valve (relief valve) 7 for preventing an abnormal 
increase in the internal pressure of the pressure vessel 
2. All of these are elements well known to those skilled 
in the art. 

[0039] Next, the distinct configuration of the pressure 
heating apparatus 1 according to the embodiment will 
be described in detail. 

[0040] As shown in Fig. 1 and Fig. 2, a top side open- 
ing 8 is provided on the top face of the pressure vessel 



2 while a bottom side opening 9 is provided on the bot- 
tom face of the pressure vessel 2. The top side opening 
8 and the bottom side opening 9 are connected through 
a circulation pipe 10 provided outside the pressure ves- 

5 sel 2. Also, a turbo blower 11 is installed on the path of 
the circulation pipe 10 in the position closer to the top 
side opening 8. The turbo blower 11 is driven in such a 
direction that fluid (air and steam) inside the circulation 
pipe 1 0 is circulated from the top side opening 8 towards 

io the bottom side opening 9 along the path of the circula- 
tion pipe 10. 

[0041] A steam supply pipe 12 comprises a pressure 
reducing valve 13, a temperature control valve 14, and 
an open/close valve 1 5. The tip of the steam supply pipe 
15 1 2 is connected to the circulation pipe 1 0 on the path of 
the circulation pipe 10 between the turbo blower 11 and 
the top side opening 8. 

[0042] The temperature control valve 14 practically 
comprises a flow control valve, a differential amplifier 

20 and the like. The temperature control valve 1 4 first finds 
the temperature difference by comparing the steam 
temperature inside the pressure valve 2 detected by a 
temperature sensor 1 6 provided in the pressure vessel 
2 and the target temperature set beforehand in the dif- 

25 ferentiaL amplifier and the like, and then automatically 
controls the flow of steam supplied to the pressure ves- 
sel 2 by performing proportional control of the opening 
state of the flow control valve so that the temperature 
difference is reduced, so as to finally adjust the steam 

30 temperature inside the pressure vessel 2. In other 
words, if the temperature detected by the temperature 
sensor 1 6 is lower than the target temperature, the flow 
control valve is adjusted to be the open side in propor- 
tion to the temperature difference and, if the tempera- 

35 ture detected by the temperature sensor 16 is higher 
than the target temperature, the flow control valve is ad- 
justed to be the closing side in proportion to the temper- 
ature difference. 

[0043] A pressurized air supply pipe 1 8 tor introducing 

40 the pressurized air supplied from a pressurized air tank 
17 to the pressure vessel 2 comprises a pressure re- 
ducing valve 1 9 for restricting air pressure and the open/ 
close valve 20, and the tip is connected to the steam 
supply pipe 12 in the slightly down stream position than 

is the open/close valve 15 of the steam supply pipe 12. 
[0044] The allowable pressure of the pressure reduc- 
ing valve 1 9 on the pressurized air supply pipe 1 8 is set 
as same as or slightly less than that of the pressure re- 
ducing valve 13 on the steam supply pipe 12. 

so [0045] The section of the steam supply pipe 12 be- 
tween the open/close valve 1 5 and the connection point 
to the circulation pipe 1 0 becomes a shared-use portion 
12a serving as both the steam supply pipe 12 and the 
pressurized air supply pipe 18. An open/close valve 20 

55 of the pressurized air supply valve 1 8 is provided in the 
upper stream side than the shared - use portion 1 2a. As 
described, by providing the steam supply pipe 12 and 
the pressurized air supply pipe 18 together by a single 
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line near the pressure vessel 2, the piping structure in 
the periphery of the pressure vessel 2 can be simplified. 
[0046] Inside the pressure vessel 2, a partition panel 
21 having a number of slits or holes with prescribed in- 
tervals is fixed apart from the bottom of the pressure 
vessel 2 and a diffusion chamber 22 is formed between 
the partition pane! 21 and the bottom of the pressure 
vessel 2. Examples of the configuration of the partition 
panel 21 are shown in Fig. 3A and Fig. 3B. 
[0047] Fig. 3A shows an example where the partition 
panel 21 is provided by forming a number of slits 21a 
on a metal plate and Fig. 3B shows an example where 
the partition panel 21 is provided by forming number of 
holes 21b on a metal plate. In both cases, the area ratio 
of the opening portion of the silts 21 a or the holes 21b 
against to cross section area of partition panel 21 is 
about 60 % in the direction perpendicular to the longitu- 
dinal direction of diffusion chamber 22. 
[0048] The main part of a cooling water jet unit 23 for 
jetting cooling water to inside of the pressure vessel 2, 
as shown in Fig. 1 and Fig. 2, comprises a shower cool- 
ing pipe 24 fixed by being hung on the top face of the 
pressure vessel 2 and a cooling water dispersion plate 
25 fixed under the shower cooling pipe 24 with pre- 
scribed intervals. An example of the configuration of the 
shower cooling pipe 24 and the cooling water dispersion 
plate, 25 is shown in Fig. 3C. 

[0049] The shower cooling pipe 24 comprises a main 
pipe 24a and a plurality of sub pipes 24b fixed orthogo- 
nal to the main pipe 24a. Cooling water introduced from 
the main pipe 24a through the sub pipes 24b is to be 
jetted like shower from nozzles (not shown) on both 
sides of the sub pipes 24b. The shower cooling pipe 24 
is installed inside the top face of the pressure vessel 2 
via a stay 26. 

[0050] The cooling water dispersion plate 25 is 
formed by a rectangular plate with a number of holes 
25a being provided on the bottom face, and cooling wa- 
ter jetted from the shower cooling pipe 24 is temporarily 
pooled therein. The pooled cooling water is dropped uni- 
formly from a number of the holes 25a. The cooling wa- 
ter dispersion plate 25 is installed in the position under 
the shower cooling pipe 24 by fixing a stay 27 to the 
inner wall of the pressure vessel 2. 
[0051] As shown in Fig. 1 and Fig. 2, a cooling water 
supply pipe 28 is connected to the shower cooling pipe 
24 via an open/close valve 45. The cooling water pooled 
in a cooling water tank (not shown) is to be supplied to 
the shower cooling pipe 24 via an open/close valve 30 
and a cooling water pump 29. 

[0052] Also, a sub supply pipe 47 for the spray device 
is connected to the cooling water supply pipe 28 in the 
upper stream side than the open/close valve 45 so that, 
by the opening-closing operation of the open/close 
valve 45, cooling water can be supplied to a cooling wa- 
ter spray device 46 as a cooling unit installed on the cir- 
culation pipe 1 0 via the sub supply pipe 47 for the spray 
device. The cooling water spray device 46 has a simple 



configuration in which a nozzle is connected to the out- 
side the bend of the path of the circulation pipe 1 0. 
[0053] The sub supply pipe 47 for the spray device is 
formed thinner than the cooling water supply pipe 28. 

5 Therefore, the cooling water is forcedly supplied to the 
sub supply pipe 47 for the spray device when operating 
the cooling water pump 29 by closing the open/close 
valve 45. However, when operating the cooling water 
pump 29 by opening the open/close valve 45, most of 

10 the cooling water flows to the shower cooling pipe 24 
side via the open/close valve 45, thereby hardly flowing 
to the cooling water spray device 46 side. 
[0054] On the path of the cooling water supply pipe 
28 between the cooling water pump 29 and the open/ 

is close valve 30, a cooling water recovery pipe 32 which 
connects to a cooling water recovery hole 31 provided 
in the bottom face of the pressure vessel 2 is connected 
via an open/close valve 33. Also, a drain hole 34 as a 
part of an water drain unit is provided in the bottom face 

20 of the pressure vessel 2 in parallel to the cooling water 
recovery hole 31. On the path of a drain pipe 35 con- 
nected to the drain hole 34, an auto drain 36 as a main 
part of an water drain unit and an open/close valve 37 
are placed in parallel to each other. The auto drain 36 

25 is a valve for detecting water generated by condensation 
of steam and the like and for draining it automatically. 
Detailed description of the configuration and function is 
omitted since the auto drain 36 is well known to those 
skilled in the art. 

30 [0055] In Fig. 1 and Fig. 2, numeral 44 denotes a truck 
for loading articles such as retort pouches, package for 
autoclave, and canned foods or plastic container at once 
to the pressure vessel 2. In the truck 44, there are sev- 
eral shelves for placing the articles to be sterilized being 

35 provided in the vertical direction at prescribed intervals. 
In each shelf, a number of slits or holes are formed as 
in the same manner as that of the partition panel 21 . 
[0056] A sequence control system 3 for controlling 
each part of a pressure heating apparatus 1 , as in the 

40 approximate figure shown in Fig. 4, comprises a CPU 
38 for arithmetic processing, a ROM 39for storing acon- 
trol program, a RAM 40 used for temporarily storing 
arithmetic data, a non-volatile memory (or a hard disk) 
41 , a manual data input device 42 with display unit and 

^5 an output interface 43. The electromagnetic relay type 
open/close valves 15, 20, 30, 33, 37, the turbo blower 
11 and the cooling water pump 29 are connected to the 
output interface 43 to be capable of drive control. 
[0057] Next, the total operation of the pressure heat- 

50 ing apparatus 1 according to the embodiment will be de- 
scribed by referring to flowcharts in Fig. 5 and Fig. 6 
showing the approximate figure of the processing oper- 
ation of the sequence control system 3 for controlling 
each part of the pressure heating apparatus 1 , and a 

55 timing chart in Fig. 7 showing changes in the internal 
temperature and the internal pressure of the pressure 
vessel 2 and changes in the temperatures of the articles 
such as retort pouches, package for autoclave, and 
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canned foods. 

[0058] At this stage, the articles to be sterilized are 
already loaded inside the pressure vessel 2 and opera- 
tion of a compressor for supplying air to the pressurized 
airtank 17 and a steam generator is started. Also, man- 
ual setting of pressure for the pressure reducing valves 
13 and 19, and setting of the target value for the tem- 
perature control valve 14 are to be completed. As de- 
scribed above, allowable pressure set to the open/close 
valve 1 9 is almost same to or slightly lower than that of 
the open/close valve 13. The open/close valves 15, 20, 
30 are at the initial state in the closed position and the 
turbo blower 11 and the cooling water pump 29 are at 
the initial state being stopped. However, it is possible 
that the open/close valve 37 is left opened due to the 
draining performed at the final stage of the pressurizing 
and heating. Also, the open/close valve 33 may be left 
opened in the case where cooling is performed by reus- 
ing the cooling water which has been already used at 
the cooling step of pressurizing and heating. Since the 
open/close valve 45 is opened at cooling step in order 
to operate the cooling water jet unit 23, usually, the 
open/close valve 45 keep an open state at the starting 
time of next use. 

[0059] The sequence control system 3 upon starting 
the sequence control, first, outputs a closing command 
to the open/close valve 33, the open/close valve 37 and 
the open/close valve 45 via the output interface 43 and 
a driver, and controls both valves to be in the closed 
position (step s1 , step s2, step s3). The reason is that, 
as described above, the valves may be left open in the 
state at the time of completing the preceding operation 
of pressurizing and heating. 

[0060] Subsequently, the sequence control system 3 
introduces steam from the steam generator inside the 
circulation pipe 10 via the steam supply pipe 12, the 
pressure reducing valve 13, the temperature control 
valve 14, the open/close valve 15 and the shared-use 
portion 12a of the steam supply valve pipe 12 by out- 
putting an opening command to the open/close valve 1 5 
via the output interface 43 and the driver to open the 
open/close valve 1 5 (step s4). At the same time, the se- 
quence control system 3 starts measurement of the time 
passed since the start of supplying the steam by reset- 
ting or restarting the timer (step s5) and judges whether 
the sterilization mode of the apparatus is set for canned 
foods or retort pouches (step s6). 
[0061] The sterilization mode is set by the input oper- 
ation by the manual data input device with display unit 
42. However, at this point, one of either the modes for 
canned foods or retort pouches is selected and the se- 
lected result is stored in the nonvolatile memory 41 . 
[0062] As has been already mentioned, it is not nec- 
essary to have an air - blow step in the pressure heating 
apparatus 1 according to the embodiment. However, it 
is possible to perform an air - blow step for filling the 
pressure vessel 2 with steam at the first stage of the 
pressurizing and heating processing by setting the ster- 



ilization mode for canned food. 

[0063] When it is judged by the judging processing in 
the step s6 that the sterilization mode is set for canned 
foods, the sequence control system 3 waits till the meas- 

5 urement time T of a timer for measuring the time passed 
from the time of starting steam supply reaches the re- 
quired air - blow time t1 (the value set shorter than the 
required time of the related art) and during this time, 
steam supplied from the circulation pipe 10 fills inside 

10 the pressure vessel 2 via the top side opening 8 (step 

87). 

[0064] When it is judged by the judging processing in 
the step s6 that the sterilization mode is set for retort 
pouches, there is no need for performing an air - blow 

15 step. Thus, the sequence control system 3 skips the 
waiting processing in the step s7 and controls the turbo 
blower 11 to start the operation immediately (step s8). 
[0065] At this time, the maximum pressure of the 
steam supplied to the pressure vessel 2 is limited by the 

20 pressure reducing valve 13, and within the range, the 
temperature control valve 14 controls the flow amount 
of the steam based on the correlation of temperature 
information from the temperature sensor 1 6 and the tar- 
get temperature. Thereby the steam temperature inside 

25 the pressure vessel 2 is adjusted. 

[0066] The internal temperature and internal pressure 
of the pressure vessel 2, as shown in Fig. 7, start to in- 
crease gradually, and slightly after this, temperatures of 
the articles to be sterilized, that is, the retort pouches, 

30 the packages for autoclave , canned foods or plastic con- 
tainer start to increase. Fig. 7 shows the case of per- 
forming an air-blow. In other words, it shows an example 
of an increase in the internal temperature in the case 
where the operation of the turbo blower 1 1 is started af- 

35 ter the required air-blow time t1 has passed from the 
time of starting steam supply. The required air-blow time 
t1 is to be set with some extra time to an extent for the 
required time for filling the steam (3 minutes in the ex- 
ample shown in Fig. 7). Therefore, as shown in Fig. 7, 

40 the actual required time for filling becomes shorter than 
the required air -blow time t1 , which is the waiting time 
before starting the operation of the turbo blower 11 . 
[0067] Subsequently, supply of the steam to the pres- 
sure vessel 2 and rotation of the turbo blower 11 are 

45 performed continuously for the prescribed pressurized 
and heating time t2 (set value) . 

[0068] By the operation of the turbo blower 1 1 , air in- 
side the pressure vessel 2 and steam supplied via the 
steam supply pipe 12 are strongly agitated inside the 

50 circulation pipe 10. Therefore, the temperature distribu- 
tions and steam density of the mixed fluid of air and 
steam supplied from the circulation pipe 1 0 to the diffu- 
sion chamber 22 via the bottom side opening 9 of the 
pressure vessel 2 are in a state which is extremely close 

55 to be uniform. 

[0069] The mixed fluid of air and steam supplied to 
the diffusion chamber 22 as described is uniformly jetted 
from each part of the partition panel 21 through the slits 
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21a or the holes 21b of the partition panel 21 and rises 
from bottom to top inside the pressure vessel 2. During 
the process, the articles such as retort pouches, pack- 
age for autoclaves, or canned foods placed on a plurality 
of shelves of the truck 44 are heated and sterilized. 5 
[0070] Slits and holes like those of the partition panel 
21 are formed on the shelves of the truck 44 so that there 
is no interruption of rise of the mixed flow by the shelves. 
Thus, the articles such as retort pouches, packages for 
autoclave, canned foods or plastic container placed in 10 
each shelf are uniformly heated and sterilized by stable 
steam without cold spots. Also, the pressure vessel 2 is 
a perfect sealed vessel and the inside is pressurized by 
steam containing latent heat. Therefore, heat steriliza- 
tion can be performed at far higher temperatures than 15 
the boiling point of water under the standard atmospher- 
ic pressure. The articles such as retort pouches, pack- 
age for autoclaves canned foods or plastic container 
placed on the shelves are also pressurized by steam so 
that there is no risk that the outer films (wrapping) of the 
retort pouches or autoclaves are deformed or ruptured. 
[0071] Especially, at the initial stage of introducing 
steam, the fluid of steam and air with relatively high tem- 
peratures stays in the upper portion of the pressure ves- 
sel 2 while the fluid of steam and air with relatively low 
temperature stays in the lower portion of the pressure 
vessel 2. However, the fluid with high temperature in the 
upper portion is forcedly transferred to the lower portion 
of the pressure vessel 2 by the circulation mechanism 
formed with the circulation pipe 1 0 and the turbo blower 
11. Thus, it becomes possible to achieve uniformity of 
the temperature distributions and steam density for an 
extremely short period of time. 

[0072] As a result, the air - blow time is shortened to 
5 minutes or shorter, which otherwise requires about 1 0 
to 20 minutes in the related art. Also, the air-blow time 
performed without the operation of the turbo blower 11 
is shortened. Thereby, unnecessary consumption of en- 
ergy due to introduction of excessive amount of steam 
at the air - blow step can be prevented and, at the same 
time, pressurizing and heating time required for the ster- 
ilization of the articles can be shortened. 
[0073] Water generated by normal condensation of 
steam during the heat sterilization as described flows to 
the auto drain 36 via drain hole 34 as the water drain 
unit and drain pipe 35 provided on the bottom face of 
the pressure vessel 2 and automatically drained to the 
drainage groove near the place where the apparatus is 
located. 

[0074] When it is detected by the judging processing 
in the step s9 that the prescribed pressurizing and heat- 
ing time t2 (set value) has passed, the sequence control 
system 3 outputs a closing command to the open/close 
valve 15 to stop the supply of steam while keeping the 
rotation of the turbo blower 11 and stops the supply of 
steam to complete the steps of the heat sterilization 
(step s1 0). At the same time, the sequence control sys- 
tem 3, by outputting an opening command to the open/ 



close valve 20 to open the opening valve 20, introduces 
the pressurized air from the pressurized air tank 17 to 
the inside of the circulation pipe 1 0 via the pressurized 
air supply pipe 18, the pressure reducing valve 19, the 
open/close valve 20, and also the shared-use portion 
12a of the steam supply pipe 12 which practically func- 
tions as the pressurized air supply pipe (step s11). 
[0075] Therefore, even after the steam supply is 
stopped, the internal pressure of the pressure vessel 2 
can be maintained to be the same as or slightly less than 
that in the steps of the heat sterilization. 
[0076] Subsequently, the sequence control system 3 
allows the cooling water pump 29 to operate for pumping 
of cooling water by outputting an opening command to 
the open/close valve 30 to open the opening valve 30 
(step s12). Then cooling water is pumped up from the 
cooling water tank via the cooling water supply pipe 28 
and the open/close valve 30 by outputting a drive com- 
mand to the cooling water pump 29 and then starts to 
supply the cooling water for steam condensation to the 
cooling water spray device 46 via the sub supply pipe 
47 for the spray device connected to the cooling water 
pipe 28 (step s1 3). At the same time, the sequence con- 
trol system 3 starts the measurement of the operation 
time of the cooling water spray device 46 by resetting 
or restarting the timer (step s14). 

[0077] At this time, the open/close valve 45 is being 
closed so that there is no way that cooling water flows 
into the cooling water jet unit 23 side. Also, the diameter 
of the sub supply pipe 47 for the spray device is formed 
smaller than that of the cooling water supply pipe 28 and 
the cooling water spray device 46 is connected to the 
bend of the circulation pipe 1 0 via a thin nozzle. Hence, 
the amount of cooling water for steam condensation 
sprayed to the inside of the circulation pipe 10 per unit 
time from the cooling water spray device 46 becomes 
extremely small. 

[0078] At this point, the operation of the turbo blower 
1 1 is still continued so that the steam inside the pressure 
vessel 2 circulates in the circulation pipe 10 with strong 
force. By supplying the cooling water for steam conden- 
sation from the thin nozzle of the cooling water spray 
device 46, the cooling water for steam condensation 
turns to be a mist inside the circulation pipe 10 to be 
dispersed. Then, the steam flowing inside the circulation 
pipe 10 is forcedly cooled and condensed by the misty 
cooling water for steam condensation and liquidized to 
be water as if it is adsorbed to the cooling water for 
steam condensation. 

[0079] Water generated as described enters once to 
the inside of the pressure vessel 2 via the circulation 
pipe 1 0 and the bottom side opening 9. Then, it flows to 
the auto drain 36 via the drain hole 34 and the drain pipe 
35 which are the drain unit provided in the bottom face 
of the pressure vessel 2, and automatically drained to 
the drain groove near the place where the apparatus is 
installed. 

[0080] The volume of the whole steam is contracted 
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by the forced condensation of portion of the steam inside 
the circulation pipe 10. However, the progress rate of 
the condensation inside the circulation pipe 10 as de- 
scribed is extremely slow compared to the case where 
the cooling water is directly jetted to the inside of the 
pressure vessel 2. Thus, it is possible to sufficiently fill 
up the pressure decrease by the pressurized air sup- 
plied from the pressurized air tank 1 7 so that there is no 
substantial decrease in the internal pressure inside the 
pressure vessel 2. 

[0081] As a result, damages of articles due to the 
abrupt decrease in the pressure, specifically, ruptures 
and the like of the outer films of retort pouches and pack- 
ages for autoclave can be surely prevented. 
[0082] In addition, unlike the related art (for example, 
Japanese Patent Application laid - open Hei 5 - 1 61 485) 
in which the pressure decrease caused by the abrupt 
condensation of steam in the cooling step is prevented 
by notably increasing the internal pressure of the pres- 
sure vessel at the final stage of pressurizing and heat- 
ing, it is not necessary with the apparatus of the present 
invention to highly pre-load the pressure vessel at the 
final stage of pressurizing and heating. Thus, deforma- 
tion of the articles such as canned foods due to the ex- 
cessive pressure increase can be prevented before- 
hand and the overshoot of the temperature due to sup- 
plying an excessive pressure can be also prevented. 
Therefore, there is no need to concern about the dete- 
rioration of the product qualities such as white source 
or packages for autoclaves for medical supplies which 
are sensitive to the excessive temperatures. At the 
same time, it is unnecessary to provide the set temper- 
ature rather low in the pressurizing and heating step for 
avoiding the overshoot of the temperatures so that the 
sterilization processing can be achieved in a short peri- 
od of time. 

[0083] When the operation time of the cooling water 
spray device 46 reaches the prescribed set time t3 and 
it is detected by the judging processing in the step s15 
that most of the steam inside the pressure vessel 2 is 
condensed and removed, the sequence control system 
3 changes the destination from the cooling water spray 
device 46 to the cooling water jet unit 23 by outputting 
a closing command to the open/close valve 45 to open 
the open/close valve 45 (step s16), and stops the oper- 
ation of the turbo blower 11 (step s17). 
[0084] The operation time t3 of the cooling water 
spray device 46 is to be set with a margin so that removal 
of the steam inside the pressure vessel 2 is completely 
executed before the start of jetting the cooling water. 
Therefore, as shown in Fig. 7, the actual condensation 
of the steam (steam condensation) is completed before 
stopping the rotation of the turbo blower 1 1 and the op- 
eration of the cooling water spray device 46. 
[0085] In the embodiment, no specific open/close 
valve is provided on the sub supply pipe 47 for the spray 
device. However, as mentioned earlier, the diameter of 
the sub supply pipe 47 for the spray device is formed 



smaller than that of the cooling water supply pipe 28 
and, at the same time, it is connected to the bend of the 
circulation pipe 1 0 via a th in nozzle . Therefore, the cool- 
ing water supplied from the cooling water pump 29 hard- 

5 ry flows to the sub supply pipe for 47 fore the spray de- 
vice. Needless to say, instead of using the open/close 
valve 45, a three - way valve may be provided for strictly 
changing the destination of the cooling water supplied 
from the cooling water pump 29 between the cooling wa- 

10 ter spray device 46 and the cooling water jet unit 23. 
[0086] Next, the sequence control system 3 judges 
whether the cooling water supply mode of the apparatus 
is set for fresh cooling water or circulation cooling water 
(step s18). 

15 [0087] The cooling water supply mode is set by the 
input operation by the manual data input apparatus with 
display unit 42. However, at this point, one of either 
modes for fresh cooling water or circulation cooling wa- 
ter is selected and the selected result is stored in the 

20 nonvolatile memory 41 . 

[0088] When it is judged by the judging processing in 
the step s1 8 that it is set for the circulation cooling water 
mode, the sequence control system 3 outputs the open- 
ing command to the open/close valve 33 to open the 

25 open/close valve 33 thereby allowing the cooling water 
pooled inside the pressure vessel 2 to be re - supplied 
to the cooling water pump 29 via the cooling water re- 
covery pipe 32 (step s19). On the other hand, when it is 
judged that it is set for the fresh cooling water mode, the 

30 sequence control system 3 keeps the closing state of 
the open/close valve 33 as it is and prevents the cooling 
water pooled inside the pressure vessel 2 from entering 
to the cooling water pump 29 via the cooling water re- 
covery pipe 32. 

35 [0089] Therefore, when it is set for the circulation cool- 
ing water mode, that is, when the open/close valve 33 
is opened, the cooling water from the cooling watertank 
and the used cooling water recovered from the cooling 
water recovery pipe 32 are mixed to be fed to the cooling 

40 water pump 29. On the contrary, when it is set for the 
fresh cooling water mode, that is, when the open/close 
valve 33 is closed, only the cooling water from the cool- 
ing tank is to be fed to the cooling water pump 29. 
[0090] The operation of the cooling water jet unit 23 

45 is started upon receiving the supply of cooling water, 
thereby jetting the cooling water to retort pouches, pack- 
ages for autoclaves, canned foods, plastic containers or 
the like to start cooling of the articles. At this point, the 
steam inside the pressure vessel 2 has already been 

50 completed and is replaced with air. Thus, there is no de- 
crease in atmospheric pressure due to the condensation 
of steam. As a result, there is no need to concern about 
ruptures and the like in the outer films of retort pouches 
and packages for autoclaves. 

55 [0091] Therefore, upon confirming by the judging 
processing in the step s20 that the pressurizing time t4 
has passed, the sequence control system 3 outputs a 
closing command to the open/close valve 20 to stop 
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supply of pressurized air to the pressure vessel 2 (step 
s21). At the same time, the sequence control system 3 
starts processing of draining the cooling water inside the 
pressure vessel 2 via the drain hole 34, the drain pipe 
35 and the open/close valve 37 by outputting an opening 
command to the open/close valve 37 to open the open/ 
close valve 37 (step s22). 

[0092] During this time, the cooling water pump 29 is 
still continuously driven and the cooling water is jetted 
from the shower cooling pipe 24 as the cooling water jet 
unit. The turbo blower 11 is installed on the path of the 
circulation pipe 10 in the position closer to the top side 
opening 8. Therefore, there is no need to concern about 
the damages on the turbo blower 11 even if the cooling 
water enters the circulation pipe 10. 
[0093] Finally, when it is judged by the judging 
processing in a step s23 that the amount of jetted water 
from the shower cooling pipe 24 has reached the set 
value and the constant amount flowing signal from the 
water level sensor provided in the cooling water tank is 
detected indicating the completion of cooling the arti- 
cles, the sequence control system 3 finishes the 
processing of the cooling step by stopping the operation 
of the cooling water pump 29 (step s24). 
[0094] As shown in Fig. 7, the open/close valve 37 is 
kept in the opened state as it is, and the cooling water 
pooled in the pressure vessel 2 is completely drained to 
the last drop via the drain hole 34, the drain pipe 35, and 
the open/close valve 37. 

[0095] The operation of the sequence control system 
3 has been described by referring to an example in 
which: after opening the switch valve 15 of the steam 
supply pipe 1 2 and starting the turbo blower 11 , pressu- 
rizing and heating processing is performed by keeping 
the open state of the open/close valve 15 for a pre- 
scribed period of time; the pressurizing and heating 
processing is completed by closing the open/close valve 
1 5 of the steam supply pipe 1 2; the cooling water spray 
device 46 as the cooling unit is operated for a prescribed 
period of time in a state with the same or slightly less 
pressure than that of the pressurizing and heating by 
opening the open/close valve 20 of the pressurized air 
supply pipe 18 so as to gradually condense the steam 
inside the pressure vessel 2 and replace it with air; and 
then the operation of the shower cooling pipe 24 as the 
cooling water jet unit is started. If necessary, it is possi- 
ble for users to change the set values of the required air 
- blow time t1 , the pressurizing and heating time t2, the 
pressurizing waiting time t3, the pressurizing time t4 and 
the like at will by the setting operation of the manual data 
input apparatus with display unit 42. 
[0096] Also, the sequence control regarding the drive 
control of the each part of the pressure vessel 2 can be 
freely designed as long as the steam inside the pressure 
vessel 2 is surely replaced with air by gradually con- 
densing the steam inside the pressure vessel 2 through 
operating the cooling water spray device 46 in a state 
where the pressure is restricted to be the same or slight- 



ly less than that of the pressurizing and heating step. 
[0097] As the cooling unit for gradually condensing 
the steam inside the pressure vessel 2, it is possible to 
use a cooling condenser of the related art which are well 
5 known to those skilled in the art by providing it on the 
circulation pipe 10. 

[0098] The pressure heating method and apparatus 
according to the present invention is formed to comprise 
a circulation pipe outside the pressure vessel for con- 
ic necting a top side opening provided on the upper portion 
of the pressure vessel and a bottom side opening pro- 
vided on the lower portion of the pressure vessel and a 
turbo blower to which a steam supply pipe is connected 
is provided on a path of the circulation pipe so as to forc- 
es edly circulate thefluid inside the pressure vessel. There- 
fore, the air and the steam inside the pressure vessel 
can be strongly agitated so that uniformity of the tem- 
perature distributions and the steam density can be 
achieved. 

20 [0099] Thus, it becomes possible to achieve uniform- 
ity of the temperature distributions and the steam den- 
sity for an extremely short period of time and generation 
of cold spots which are partial air faults can be prevent- 
ed. As a result, the atmosphere inside the pressure ves- 

25 sel can be surely uniformed so that it becomes practi- 
cally unnecessary to have an air - blow step for letting 
out the air inside the pressure vessel taking a long pe- 
riod of time. 

[0100] Consequently, the articles can be pressurized 

30 and heated at the initial stage of starting introduction of 
the steam. Thereby, unnecessary consumption of ener- 
gy by introducing excessive amount of steam in the air 
- blow step can be prevented and, at the same time, the 
pressurizing and heating time required for sterilization 

35 of the articles can be shortened. 

[0101] In addition, supply of the steam is stopped at 
the point of completing the sterilization processing by 
pressurizing and heating, and the steam is to be grad- 
ually removed by cooling and condensing it inside the 

40 circulation pipe through keeping the operation state of 
the turbo blower while supplying air to the inside of the 
pressure vessel with the internal pressure of the pres- 
sure vessel set within the range not exceeding the max- 
imum value of the internal pressure at the time of heating 

45 and pressurizing. Thus, gas reduction due to the con- 
densation of the steam proceeds slowly. Therefore, by 
simply supplying air to the inside of the pressure vessel 
under the same or less pressure than the internal pres- 
sure of the pressure vessel at the time of pressurizing 

50 and heating, a decrease in atmospheric pressure can 
be restricted within the allowable range. Thereby, there 
is no need to highly preload the pressure vessel at the 
final stage of pressurizing and heating, thereby prevent- 
ing deformation of articles such as canned foods before- 

55 hand due to an excessive pressure increase before- 
hand. 

[0102] Also, the overshoot of the temperature due to 
application of excessive pressure is prevented thereby 
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solving such a problem that the quality of articles such 
as white source and packages for autoclaves for medi- 
cal supplies are deteriorated ,which are sensitive to an 
excessive temperature. 

[01 03] Furthermore, since there is no need to consid- 
er about the overshoot of the temperature, it becomes 
unnecessary to restrict the set temperature rather low 
in the pressurizing and heating step. Thereby, it be- 
comes possible to achieve the sterilization processing 
in a short period of time. 

[0104] Furthermore, as the cooling unit for cooling 
and condensing the steam inside the circulation pipe, 
provided is a cooling water spray device forcontinuously 
spraying a small amount of cooling water to the inside 
of the circulation pipe. Thus, steam can be removed with 
a simple configuration. Therefore, the invention is ad- 
vantageous in respect to reducing manufacturing costs 
of the apparatus and saving the spaces for placing the 
apparatus. 

[0105] Moreover, by providing the sequence control 
system, the cooling unit is operated for a prescribed pe- 
riod of time by closing the open/close valve of the steam 
supply pipe and opening the open/close valve of the 
pressurized air supply pipe and then the operation of the 
cooling water jet unit is started after driving the turbo 
blower by opening the open/close valve of the steam 
supply pipe to supply steam for a prescribed period of 
time. As a result, the steps from sterilization to cooling 
using a pressure heating apparatus can be totally auto- 
mated. 

[0106] The invention may be embodied in other spe- 
cific forms without departing from the spirit or essential 
characteristic thereof. The present embodiments are 
therefore to be considered in all respects as illustrative 
and not restrictive, the scope of the invention being in- 
dicated by the appended claims rather than by the fore- 
going description and all changes which come within the 
meaning and range of equivalency of the claims are 
therefore intended to be embraced therein. 
[0107] The entire disclosure of Japanese Patent Ap- 
plication No. 2001-262733 (Filed on August 31 : 2001) 
including specification, claims, drawings and summary 
are incorporated herein by reference in its entirety. 



Claims 

1. A pressure heating method for pressurizing and 
heating an article by filling a pressure vessel with 
steam containing latent heat, comprising the steps 

of: 

pressurizing and heating the article inside the 
pressure vessel by operating a turbo blower 
provided outside the pressure vessel on the 
path of a circulation pipe for connecting a top 
side opening of the pressure vessel and a bot- 
tom side opening of the pressure vessel while 



circulating the steam from the top side opening 
towards the bottom side opening along the path 
of the circulation pipe in a state where the in- 
ternal pressure of the pressure vessel is in- 
5 creased by supplying steam to the pressure 

vessel; 

gradually removing the steam after stopping 
the supply of the steam and cooling and con- 
densing it inside the circulation pipe through 

10 keeping the operation state of the turbo blower 

while supplying air to the inside of the pressure 
vessel with pressure within the range not ex- 
ceeding the maximum value of the internal 
pressure of the pressure vessel at the time of 

15 heating and pressurizing; and 

cooling the article to be a desired temperature 
by jetting cooling water to the inside of the pres- 
sure vessel. 

20 2. The pressure heating method as claimed in claim 
1 , wherein steam is condensed inside the circula- 
tion pipe by continuously spraying a small amount 
of cooling water to the inside of the circulation pipe. 

25 3. A pressure heating apparatus for pressurizing and 
heating an article by filling a pressure vessel with 
steam containing latent heat, comprising: 

a steam supply pipe with an open/close valve 

30 being connected to the pressure vessel; a pres- 

surized air supply pipe with an open/close valve 
being connected to the pressure vessel; a drain 
unit provided in the bottom portion of the pres- 
sure vessel; a circulation pipe for connecting a 

35 top side opening of the pressure vessel and the 

bottom side opening of the pressure vessel out- 
side the pressure vessel; a turbo blower provid- 
ed on the path of the circulation pipe for circu- 
lating fluid inside the pressure vessel from the 

40 top side opening towards the bottom side open- 

ing along the path; a cooling unit for cooling flu- 
id inside the circulation pipe on the path of the 
circulation pipe; and a cooling water jet unit for 
jetting cooling water to the inside of the pres- 

45 sure vessel. 

4. The pressure heating apparatus as claimed in claim 
3, wherein the cooling unit comprises a cooling wa- 
ter spray device for continuously spraying a small- 

50 amount of cooling water to the inside of the circula- 
tion pipe. 

5. The pressure heating apparatus as claimed in claim 
3, furthercomprising a sequence control system for 

55 starting the operation of the cooling water jet unit 
after supplying steam for a prescribed period of time 
by driving the turbo blower through opening the 
open/close valve of the steam supply pipe and then 
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operating the cooling unit for a prescribed period of 
time through closing the open/close valve of the 
steam supply pipe and opening the open/close 
valve of the pressurized air supply pipe. 

5 

6. The pressure heating apparatus as claimed in claim 
4, further comprising a sequence control system for 
starting the operation of the cooling water jet unit 
after supplying steam for a prescribed period of time 
by driving the turbo blower through opening the 10 
open/close valve of the steam supply pipe and then 
operating the cooling unit for a prescribed period of 
time through closing the open/close valve of the 
steam supply pipe and opening the open/close 
valve of the pressurized air supply pipe. 15 



20 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



55 



12 

BNSDOCtD: <EP 1287751 A2_l_> 



EP 1 287 751 A2 




BNSDOCID: <EP. 



/I2B7751A2_I_> 



EP 1 287 751 A2 




14 

BNSDOCID: <EP 1287751 A2_l_> 



EP 1 287 751 A2 



FIG. 3(A) 




FIG. 3(C) 
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